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Introduction 
In the winter of 2017, I just happened to be browsing historical images from Google Earth of 

the farm and noticed a strange feature in one of the fields just to the south west of the farm 

house. The feature was about 70 metres square and showed as a dark green area in a lighter 

green field with abundant ice wedges also present; it looked as if it could be a ditch 

surrounding a central lighter area. Strange, but I had never noticed it before despite frequently 

viewing the historical imagery. 

This required further investigation so the next day, I set out on my usual daily walk with our 

dog which takes me right past the area on the footpath and made a mental note to check it out 

as we walked past. There was nothing blatantly obvious to see in the crop of oil seed rape but 

I could just make out a discreet flattened area roughly where the feature was. That was the 

first piece of encouragement! 

 

Figure 1 Aerial image of field with outlined feature (Courtesy Google Earth) 

 

Checking all my maps came next and interestingly, the OS county series Staffordshire map 

1884 1:2500 told me there was a ‘supposed site of an ancient British town’ right in that field 

and also the adjacent one. This stems back to Dr Robert Plot’s observations from his book 

entitled the ‘Natural History of Staffordshire’ (1686) which just about everyone who has 

visited the site has dismissed his description and conclusions as nonsense because they can’t 

see anything. The ‘legend’ seems to have been passed on by locals and when the OS 
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surveyors were gathering data for preparing their maps, this information was most likely 

given to them and became incorporated into the earlier maps and has subsequently been 

erased on more modern offerings. Obviously, something of note must have been there for this 

‘legend’ to persist in the minds of the local farm workers or the landowner and for them to 

pass it on or did the surveyors themselves actually see something? 

 

Figure 2 OS map 1:2500 dated 1884 (courtesy oldmaps.com) 

 

This was getting more interesting and there was one more map to digest which was the estate 

map of 1634. So, by superimposing the 1634 map on to the modern day map, another piece of 

valuable information turned up. The area concerned, now called Garden Field and situated 

just to the south of the current farm house was, in 1634 called ‘The Trench’ and was integral 

to the deer park. A trench by definition is a long narrow ditch so could this be the feature on 

the image? This western part of the Wrottesley estate was still called a ‘parke’ (deer park) 

and had been so since 1348 so there was no encroachment from farming which was contrary 

to the deer park’s eastern border and around the old village itself.  
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Figure 3 Estate map 1634 

 

So far, so good as things were falling in to place; so what did the landowner know about it? Well, Jim 

had never noticed the flattened area in the field until it was pointed out to him. All this time working 

on the field and just driving the tractor over it. This did cause a bit of excitement so there was an 

immediate offer to get the JCB out and have a look as soon as the crop could be gathered in the 
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summer! However, first things first, we would need  to carry out some geophysics initially to 

get an insight into what lay underneath and that too had to wait until the crop was gathered. 

Something else that seemed unusual was the footpath adjacent to the field which seemed to 

be raised and edged by large pieces of sandstone. Could it have been a boundary wall 

associated with Plot’s ‘ancient British city’ or was it part of a constructed track way from 

post medieval times? On closer inspection, some large slabs of sandstone were noticed in the 

hedge and one of them had deep score marks on its underside. Although some could have 

been done by the plough, it seems unlikely that all were because some of the incised lines 

stop abruptly as if made under controlled pressure. 

 

Figure 4 Incised sandstone slab from hedge 

By the time August came around, the crop had been taken in but the oil seed rape left awfully 

sharp stalks in the ground which made geophys difficult at the best of times, especially for 

laying out and moving lines.  
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Methodology 
Our intention was to use gradiometry and resistivity to try and take in the northern arm of the 

feature to see if there was a ditch possibly indicated by the greener crop, to have a look inside 

the feature and to follow up with removal of the plough soil only using a JBC under 

observation and careful trowelling and recording. 

Gradiometry 
The group uses a Geoscan FM18 Fluxgate Gradiometer (Geoscan Research). This consists of two 

sensors at right angles to each other.  The upper sensor detects the earth’s magnetic field; the lower 

sensor detects the earth’s magnetic field plus any other field resulting from buried features.  The 

signal from the earth’s magnetic field can thus be electronically removed leaving the signal from 

buried objects.  Readings are usually taken at half metre intervals along a fixed grid where the grid 

lines are spaced at one metre (traverse interval). 

Buried objects can be detected through one of two mechanisms. 

 Heat (Thermoremanent Magnetism) if a material is heated above the Curie point of iron oxide 
(>650oC), any iron oxide particles it contains become demagnetised.  On cooling, the particles 
remagnetise along the lines of the earth’s magnetic field.  This produces a fixed magnetic field 
for the object relative to its surroundings.  Typical examples include furnaces and hearths, to a 
lesser extent, walls. 

 Magnetic Susceptibility certain materials such as iron can become magnetised when placed in a 
magnetic field.  This displaces the earth’s magnetic field which can be detected with the 
gradiometer. 

 

Resistivity 
The group uses a Geoscan RM15 unit, which measures the electrical resistance of soils.  This 

is done using 4 electrodes, 2 current probes and 2 potential probes.  They can be configured 

in various ways, but this unit uses a twin probe array.  With this system, one current and one 

potential electrode (spaced 0.5 metres apart by means of a frame) are used to take the 

measurements by sampling over a grid pattern, whilst the other two are situated at least 15 

metres away and form the pair of fixed probes.  The readings are captured by a datalogger 

and can be later downloaded into a computer for subsequent processing.  This method can 

detect buried objects about 1.5 times the spacing of the electrodes; in this case it is about 0.75 

metres. 

The resistance of soil depends upon its nature.  The electrical current is passed by means of dissolved 

salts in the soil so wet soils pass electricity more easily than drier areas such as stone walls.  

Resistivity can be expected to detect the remnants of human activity such as walls, pits and ditches. 

Data Processing 
The geophysical data produced in the report is processed by a programme written for 

Windows by Martin Holland. 

  



WAG Report No 65 Wrottesley Lodge Farm Page 10 
 

Results 

Geophysics 

14 x 20 metre square grids were performed for both gradiometry and resistivity (as marked 

on the image by red squares-not the crossed one). 

 

 

Figure 5 Grids covered by geophysics 
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Figure 6 Gradiometry grey scale 
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Figure 7 Gradiometry in colour 

 

Figure 8 Resistivity in grey scale 
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Figure 9 Resistivity in colour 
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Figure 10 Plan of trenches 
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Pseudosections 
 

 

Figure 11 Wro18 showing trenches and pseudosections 

All pseudosections except for J2 ran from south to north alongside trenches to aid in 

interpreting the excavation. J2 ran from west to east to look at a change in resistivity seen on 

geophysics. Pseudosections were 30m long except for J4 which was 70m 
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Figure 12 J1 

This jump shows high resistance spikes at 10m and 20m consistent with the north end of 

Trench 1 and the south end of Trench 2, also a high resistance plateau from 24m suggesting a 

possible floor in Trench 2. The area from 16m lies alongside Trench 4. 

 

Figure 13 J2  

This runs west to east at 301292 N and lies over the edge of a dark area on resistivity. High 

areas of resistivity can be seen in the first 10m of the pseudosection with lower values 

towards the end. There is a low resistivity area at around 8m but it is not known what caused 

it. 
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Figure 14 Position of J2 over the geophysics 
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Figure 15 J3 

J3 runs across Trench 3 and Trench 5.  There is a high resistivity area at around 8m which 

would be consistent with the north end of Trench 3. 
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Figure 16 J4 

J4 runs from 301242N (midway along Trench 2) to 301312N past the end of Trench 5. There 

are several high resistance areas at 10m, 14m and 23m where we have not excavated but 

there is an area at 32m which corresponds with the start of Trench 3. 40m is the end of 

Trench 3 and 50m corresponds to the start of Trench 5. 

 

Excavations 
On the basis of the geophysics results, 5x2 metre wide trenches of varying length were dug 

along the western edge of the plot (T1-T5). 

All of the trenches when lightly scraped showed signs of red clay and or sandstone pieces; 

however trench 5 at the northern extremity of the geophysical survey showed what appeared 

to be a yellow sandstone feature some several metres wide going from east to west in the 

trench.  All investigations would now centre on this particular trench due to what had been 

found and the limited resources at our disposal. Further investigations resulted in the 

extension of this area, however only the disturbed plough soil was taken off to reveal the 

semi destroyed features.  
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Figure 17  Initial digging of trenches to remove ploughsoil 

 



WAG Report No 65 Wrottesley Lodge Farm Page 21 
 

 

Figure 18 Trench 5 showing yellow sandstone feature 

 

Figure 19 Trench 5 with closer view of sandstone feature 

Features found 
All features were plotted on the plan (see Appendix 3). 

 Foundations of 2 stone walls were uncovered at each end of the trench running roughly 

parallel to each other about 8 metres apart and they were heading in an east-west direction. 

The walls (north and south) were approximately a metre wide and constructed of sandstone in 
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a clay matrix. On the south wall, 3 overlapping rows of stones could be seen and they 

appeared as if they had slipped forwards into the structure.  

An assumed entrance was found on the south wall and was formed from two projecting 

‘arms’ or ‘wings‘flaring out into a south easterly direction. The arms, about 40cms wide, 

projected out about a metre and their presence was noted by 3 rows of regularly spaced stake 

holes. The construction or bonding material appeared to be small sandstone pieces and 

crushed granite-like grains in a light clay matrix packed around a framework of possibly 

wattled stakes. This entrance and frontage also appeared to be protected by a porch as 

witnessed by post holes. 

 

Figure 20 Projecting arm at entrance with some stake holes marked 

 

On the inner side of the 2 stone walls there appeared to be a red flat clay surface and very 

notably, on the inside of the southern wall, the clay appeared to have been scorched and had 

turned a purple colour. This was just about wide enough to walk on. 

Next to the clay surface, again heading inwards towards the middle of the structure was a 

stake and wattle wall exactly the same construction as the projecting arms of the entrance. 

The wall appeared to be made up of ‘sausage shaped’ links with a gap between each link (just 

like a chain of sausages) and within each link were 2 post holes approximately 2 metres apart. 
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The posts were protected by this wall against contact and abrasion from anything or anyone 

moving past. Between each link of 2 post holes, there appears to be a gap to give access to 

the next aisle. These links continued in a straight line all the way through the exposed area 

each with 2 post holes inside. 

Next to this wall of ‘links’ working inwards is a possible walkway or path through the 

structure. The walkway seems to be formed by the edges of two stake and wattle walls and is 

nearly a metre wide running east-west. As to the height of these walls, it is impossible to say 

but certainly one of their functions would have been protection of the posts. 

Moving past the centre of the structure with the wall-path-wall configuration there seems to 

be another walkway again with a third row of wall forming the edge of the path. 

Along this second path was an area of clay, rectangular in shape (very approximately a 

metre by three quarters of a metre) and appeared to have been heated because the clay was 

reddened and hard. It also seemed to have been surrounded by a wattle and daub arrangement 

wall as a row of stake holes were present around its perimeter. Some small flecks of charcoal 

were also present in the clay. This was considered a possible hearth. 

Next to the third wall was a drain about forty centimetres wide extending from near the 

rectangular feature for about 5 metres heading west, under the unexcavated area where it 

could be picked up again in the trench before entering the west section. At this position in the 

trench, it could be traced heading northwards along the length of the excavated area.  

 

Figure 21 Drain at edge of section 
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To complete the full width of the structure there is another red clay flat surface and the other 

external wall situated on the north side. Both of these appear to be similar to those on the 

south side. 

One more prominent feature became apparent right at the end of the dig and that was the 

realisation that not all the stone on the floor had been put there as a floor surface. It was noted 

quite early on in the dig that there were 3 stones overlapping on the south wall as if they had 

fallen inwards to the centre, however nothing more was thought about it except an inkling 

that there had been a fire involved due to clay scorching and the presence of some charcoal. 

Difficulty was found also trying to untangle where post holes were as they seemed to not be 

where expected and there was stone there instead. On close examination it was possible to see 

that part the south wall had collapsed, most likely during the fire and covered a large 

proportion of the interior and whilst doing so had retained its shape, falling as a slab of stone. 

 

Figure 22 Fallen wall showing joints between stones 

There was also a possible internal north-south dividing wall opposite the entrance way 

although it was difficult to define but its construction seemed to be similar to all the others 

using wattle and daub (evidenced by stake holes). 

Stone artefacts were discovered during excavation which included mainly rubbing stones, 

fragments of axe, occasional worked flint and chirt, and shaped pieces of sandstone but all of 

these were considered to be out of context since only plough soil was removed. 
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Discussion 
 

The structure uncovered in our limited excavation appears to contain many of the features 

associated with a Neolithic long house such as size, shape, post holes, entrance, porch, hearth  

and layout but unfortunately, there is nothing to date it such as pottery and because of lack of 

money, carbon dating is out of the question. However, we should not forget the stone 

artefacts and maybe even the fact that nothing metallic was present so it would not be 

unreasonable to suggest it could be a Neolithic long house. I say that with the knowledge that 

we are only about 300 metres away from a Neolithic long cairn and other associated 

prehistoric structures. The builders of the cairn had to live somewhere so what better place 

than in a location with a panoramic view that takes in the Wrekin and the Clee Hills? 

If we look at the description of features  given in the results section, we have a structure 

whose walls  are certainly wholly or partially built of stone and it is divided into ‘rows’ 

which seem to accommodate protected posts or allow pedestrian access. It also allows 

internal access to the stone wall for maintenance and there is some ‘internal plumbing’ to 

remove something from the structure. As to its ultimate size and shape we do not know 

because time and manpower did not allow complete uncovering of the structure. Within the 

structure there are post holes which would have supported a cover or roof and maybe even an 

‘upstairs’ floor for sleeping accommodation. There is an entrance facing SE with wind breaks 

and the whole seems to have been protected by a porch arrangement. There may also have 

been a hearth used for heating, cooking and light (unconfirmed). On the basis of this evidence 

I believe there is a good case for calling this structure a Neolithic longhouse. 
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Figure 23 Schematic interpretation of the ‘rows’ in the structure. 

 

Many described longhouses in the UK as well as Europe were constructed of timber hence 

their plan appears as having five rows of post holes but in our case we have two stone walls 

and three rows of post holes. Why did they not use posts instead of stone? Could the answer 

be that in this location, stone was so plentiful, outcropping near the surface, gave better 

protection and it was easy to quarry and work? Or maybe it was difficult to dig through the 

sandstone to put in the posts? Another alternative could be that good quality timber posts 

were in short supply but we will never know and the fact is they decided to use stone instead 

of outer rows of timber. 

As we can see in the re-construction below of the Danubian longhouse, the structural plan 

allows a series of walkways and gaps throughout the building and these gaps are determined 

by the positioning of the posts and walls. The positioning of the posts and walls is limited by 
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the steepness of the roof because if the angle of the roof is too shallow (less than 30 degrees) 

then it will leak and if it is greater than 45 degrees, then roof slippage might occur.  

 

 

Figure 24 Typical layout of a timber Danubian longhouse. (Courtesy of Ex Arc.net) 

 Obviously, the structure is very limited with regard to open space within because of all the 

obstructions and many problems would have been encountered once animals were let loose 

inside, especially with regard to accidental abrasion and deliberate scratching of itches as 

animals are prone to do. They would need to be controlled in some way to prevent damage to 

the internal structures, especially the central posts which most likely bore most of the weight 

of the building. Our particular structure overcomes this problem by surrounding every two 

post on the longitudinal axis with a protective wall of wattle and daub which is a neat way of 

forming a barrier and also compartmentalises small storage areas albeit at the cost of open 

space. There is still access laterally however after every two posts using the gap before the 

next one starts. 

Interestingly, I can find no information about the use of such barriers to protect posts and it 

seems so obvious especially as the house would have been dimly lit, animals would have 

been brought in and out and children would have been playing. The construction element of 

these protective walls is also very interesting being made up of row of three stakes (height 

unknown) spread about forty centimetres wide. These would have been hammered into the 

ground at regular intervals and then wattled to form a three row fence. A mixture of wet clay, 

sand, stone and granite particles (these particles are present locally being formed from 

degraded granite rocks) would have been packed into the structure and allowed to dry; when 

dry they would have daubed and painted it to give a very sturdy wall of suitable height for 

protection. 
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Although we do not yet know what the final shape of our structure is, generally longhouses 

have a trapezoidal or rectangular shape and are thought to be added to if an extension is 

required by adding another module to increase the length. The limitation on the width is 

down to angles, geometry and availability of timber but on the whole, eight metres is about 

the maximum. Normally, the house is divided into three modules or sections and these are 

thought to be for human use, animal use and storage but again this is a sweeping 

generalisation and many variations would occur depending on local circumstances. 

A trapezoidal house would prove to have severe restrictions if animals were to be housed at 

the narrow end as the obstructions posed by closer posts would result in increased possibility 

of damage to the house so by elimination, they would probably be kept in the wider end 

nearer to an access point (animal entrance). This particular entrance would need to be able to 

give occasional access to large animals but not necessarily all year round as they would be 

grazing outside for the majority of the year. There would be no need to keep this entrance 

open on a daily basis so for human use a smaller way in would be more practical and that is 

exactly what we have. Our entrance has some protection from the wind (maybe to protect the 

fire area inside from gusts spreading hot ash) and it has its own porch arrangement (maybe to 

enjoy the morning sunrise?). The animals would need to have some segregation with 

individual stalls, have fodder close at hand (maybe stored above?), and had some means of 

getting their waste products out of the building which is where our drain comes in. 

Briefly looking at the sharing of the house with animals, it seems unlikely that sheep or pigs 

would be housed as they are well able to survive outside and so can cattle but as long as cows 

are milked, they will still continue to provide milk well into winter until they dry up and this 

is necessary for two months before they can calve again. If they are well fed the milk supply 

will continue so could this have been the reason for house sharing? There would be an 

addition to the family’s winter diet of fresh milk and the ability to make cheese and other 

dairy products. They were probably housed in the wider end of the house and because of the 

internal layout of walkways and gaps the cattle would be able to be walked in and then 

around the gaps to face the same way they came in to exit the structure. Even though cattle 

were in the region of thirty per cent smaller in those days, they would not have been able to 

be turned in the aisle or reversed out. Still on the animal theme, it’s quite possible that goats 

may have been kept indoors during the winter months for their milk and maybe also for their 

hair which could be combed and used for producing yarn. However many animals were kept 

in the house would be dependent on the availability of animal feed during the autumn/winter 

period and the storage capacity for feed. The last thing the farmer would want would be to 

run out of food for his stock, especially if the winter was hard. 

Animals in the house would have caused many problems to the farmer such as risk of 

structural damage, smells, time consuming, danger to children, flies and waste products; on 

the other hand, they could provide heat, milk, security and wealth. Our structure has in place 

a drain running parallel to the outer wall where dung and urine waste could be moved out, 

through or under the outer stone wall to an outside loam pit, maybe by the use of water and 

brush. During the warmer months the accumulation of waste could have been collected and 
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put on the gardens or fields for fertiliser so the pit was ready again for the next winter. On a 

more practical note, the drain could have even been used by humans for emergency night use. 

Many papers have described these loam pits as being present just outside the walls and they 

have been thought to be the remnants of pits used for building products such as daub on the 

walls or clay for floors. However, phosphate testing has shown the presence of high levels of 

phosphates indicating waste products building up in significant amounts but there has been 

no direct connection described such as a simple drain arrangement. The addition of ash to 

these loam pits would not only help to keep the smell down but help the ‘end product’ of 

loam for gardens by neutralising acidic spoil. It would also increase the presence of 

phosphate picked up during testing. 

The doorway, facing roughly SE, has been mentioned briefly earlier on and significantly has 

some protection from the elements in the shape of ‘arms or wings’ protruding outwards from 

the opening like extending arms for about a metre or so. We do not know if there would have 

been some form of domed roof or canopy over the top of these arms but it would have given 

extra protection from drafts and coupled with the porch arrangement it would maybe have 

kept that area dry and less muddy. Although no animal entrance was found, it seems highly 

likely this would have become apparent if the whole structure had been uncovered. 

 The porch itself is evidenced by post holes and it looks as if could have been part of a 

wooden-framed structure that ‘filled in’ from one edge of the outer stone wall to the other, a 

bit like a door frame in modern houses with the stonework butting up to it. This is possibly 

evidenced by our fallen stone wall which is quite noticeable in its spread, however, just 

where the porch starts there does not appear to be any fallen stone. Instead there is a ‘cleaner’ 

surface showing impressions of internal wall structures (i.e. stake holes with sandstone and 

clay). It may be possible that the stones could have been removed in antiquity but my feeling 

is that the stone wall did not continue all along that edge and was interrupted by this 

framework that was possibly finished with some form of wattle and daub arrangement. 

Perhaps this could be clarified next time by extending the area of excavation to the other side 

of the porch to compare. 

 As to the purpose of the porch we can only conjecture but if we look at practicalities there 

has to be somewhere to store wood for burning. Large amounts of fuel would be needed to 

keep the fire going and a porch would help the wood to season and keep dry ready for winter 

use. They would have needed somewhere to prepare food, sit down and eat during the better 

weather months because the house itself would have been dark and cramped inside. Even if it 

rained, a porch would give protection and light.  On a spiritual note perhaps the warmer 

winds or the rising sun would have played a part for the position and addition of the porch. 

One important factor influencing the size of the longhouse would be storage space. Unlike 

today where we like our own spacious ‘mansions’ to fill with all sorts of possessions, they 

had to be primarily concerned with survival and necessities. Their prime concerns were 

shelter, water, fire and food and by concentrating on them they had a good chance of staying 

alive. To attain those goals they would need tools and to work together for the common goal. 

If they could gather enough food for themselves and their livestock, store enough firewood 
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and keep the house watertight then they would have a good winter as long as their health held 

out. We must bear in mind that each cow would eat somewhere in the region of ten kilos of 

hay per day so if five cows were in the house then 50 kilos would be required and if they 

were in the house for three months (90 days) then fodder wise they would consume 4,500 

kilos and some extra would also be required for bedding. That is a lot of hay that needs to be 

stored and kept dry to stop mould forming. It’s important to remember too that hay is not 

heavy and takes up a lot of space. Maybe the best place to keep it dry would be on a platform 

above the floor where it could be utilised for sleeping arrangements but then there could be a 

fire hazard with flying sparks from the hearth. We have noted that the doorway is protected 

against draughts and the internal arrangement of walls would also have offered more draft 

protection to the area believed to be the hearth thus reducing the possibility of flying sparks. 

This hearth area showed signs of scorching as the clay area was hard and ‘purply- red’ in 

colour and it was also surrounded by a protective wall constructed in a similar fashion to the 

others with stake holes present (in a line of three) about 40 cms wide. Occasional flecks of 

charcoal were also present in the clay structure. Although a hearth would constitute a 

potential danger from sparks as previously mentioned, it would have been essential in the 

winter months for heat and cooking and also possibly light to a certain degree although they 

may well have had some form of reed lamps for that purpose. With the amount of protection 

afforded to the posts by protective walls, scorching at their base would have been avoided so 

if care was taken to avoid gusts of wind maybe by using a heavy leather skin over the 

entrance, then a close eye kept on things would have been sufficient to keep everyone safe 

and warm. As has been evidenced from round house reconstructions, a hole in the roof thatch 

to let smoke out is catastrophic with a central hearth but if the smoke is allowed to permeate 

through the roof in its own time then fires are avoided. This would most likely be similar in 

this situation. The benefits of the smoke are apparent in many ways including the ability to 

smoke foods and to keep the insect population down. 

Whilst considering there would be smoke in the structure, it would allow certain foods to be 

preserved such as pork and fish if they were available and who knows maybe even cheese. 

Other foodstuffs available would be wild herbs, dried fungi, nuts, dried fruit,’ jerky’, seeds 

and hunted wildfowl. One interesting addition to the food supply could have been the grass 

seeds from the animal hay which might have provided a type of crude flour if ground 

sufficiently. 

Having such a large fire for extended periods would create large amounts of wood ash and by 

modern standards we would think this to be a problem with having to get rid of it. Not so for 

them, wood ash has so many uses it would have been a much prized asset for our prehistoric 

ancestors. It can be used for tanning, de-odorising (keeps smells down which attract 

predators), making basic soap, making lime for mortar, raises pH of soil, flea treatment, 

wound cleaning, antiseptic properties, tattooing, putting out fires, insect repellent, food 

preservative for eggs and seeds, uses in food recipes, cosmetics, hair removal and so on. The 

list is almost endless and this highly prized substance would have been kept somewhere, 

possibly in a convenient pit. It is important to remember that wild animals were still around 
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during this time and by using ash on the loam pit or cess pit contents it would help to 

neutralise odours and scents which might attract these unwanted predators. 

The ‘fallen wall’ was mentioned earlier and this caused confusion until virtually the last day 

of the dig when it was realised what it was. Until that point it had been assumed the stone we 

had encountered was due to its placement as a reinforced floor for animal usage, however the 

lines of posts could not be identified because they had been covered when the wall fell. 

 

Figure 25 Fallen wall 

 

This wall could provide a unique and exciting opportunity to investigate several things 

associated with a Neolithic house, the first being to measure the height of such a house. Just 

about all were made from wood which has long since rotted away but this one, having a stone 

construction is still in place, albeit having fallen over. No one has any idea as to how tall they 

were and if they had a second or even third floor attached. The first question we had to ask 

ourselves is how do we know it is a wall and not a floor? 

When the southern stone wall was uncovered, it was noticed that three layers of walling were 

present and had fallen inwards overlapping each other which gave us the clue that the wall 

was made of stone. All of the stones further in towards the middle of the house were also 

overlapping and those on the same layer were butted up to each other (as can be seen in 
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figure 26). As the stones were traced in towards the middle of the house, the angle at which 

they overlapped became steeper until they eventually appeared to have fallen vertically and 

beyond that point there was some evidence of post holes appearing. So, if the wall had fallen 

as presumed, the pivot point would be at the bottom of the wall and the steepest fall at the top 

where the jointing of the stones was maintained as can be seen in figure (top left corner). 

Although this does not give us the exact height of the wall it is a good indicator of what it 

might have been and it also tells us how the walls were constructed and how the joints were 

overlapped.  

What else could be learnt from this moment in time when the wall fell? We can ask the 

question ‘was there any paint or pigment decorating the inside?’ If the wall has lain 

undisturbed since it fell then any daub used might still be there with maybe some colouring. 

The evidence points to the house having been destroyed by fire with the scorched, purple 

clay, collapsed wall and charcoal near the entrance so could there be some evidence for 

smoke still there on the wall? 

 

Figure 26 Fallen wall showing angles of entry into the ground surface 

 

Still more questions arise if the house was destroyed deliberately by torching the wood and 

thatch around the entrance. What lies underneath the fallen wall? If the house had been 

destroyed reasonably soon after becoming vacant then there is the possibility of something of 
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interest being left on the floor and covered by the falling wall. How was the floor surface 

constructed? What of the posts squashed by the falling wall, is there any charcoal there for 

carbon dating? This side of the house was facing the SW so any fire would have consumed 

the timber vigorously if the south westerly winds were blowing thus maybe forcing the wall 

to fall inwards where it now rests. Unfortunately we do not know the whole extent of the 

structure with regard to the stone content because of the situation in the 17
th

 century when 

there is a description of stone being dug up from the area and used to mend roads and make 

walls in preparation for bringing the land into use for agriculture (Plot, 1686 Natural history 

of Staffordshire). A quick measurement of the base of the wall to the last of the vertical 

stones in the wall was over 2.5 metres in length so there is a reasonable indication as to the 

height of the stonework which would have supported the timbers for the roof. As to whether 

the roof thatch extended beyond the wall near to the ground we will never know but it would 

negate the porch area if it did continue along the long side unless there was a ‘cut out’ to 

accommodate it. 

Concerning the fire that destroyed the house, there does seem to be similar evidence from 

many longhouses around the country that this was indeed some form of ‘closure’ act for the 

structure maybe after the last person living there had died or the residents had moved on to 

new land. There is also new evidence to show that some long barrows have been constructed 

over the remnants of a torched longhouse (maybe of the first settlers of the area) perhaps 

giving some form of ‘claim by ancestral rights’ to the land. There must have been some 

common belief system to allow possession of the land because everything could otherwise 

have been taken by force (maybe it was) but evidence as yet does not fully support that idea. 

Perhaps there was superstition surrounding the power instilled by ancestors hence bone 

collections in the barrows or maybe the dead left out for excarnation (as in North American 

Indian culture). Things are much easier now with legal documents.  

A lot of stone finds were made but because they were not stratified their significance is 

reduced. However that does not mean they should be dismissed. A significant number of 

rubbing stones came to light with smooth glossy areas being present probably used for 

preparing skins and also scrapers from fractured pebbles which again could have been used 

for the same process. Occasional pieces of worked chirt were seen showing fracture ripples 

but there was no flint or pottery. Evidence for fractured stone axes was also found along with 

heat fractured pot boilers. These tools represent some of the processes one would expect to 

find in a Neolithic longhouse, but probably the most exciting stone discovery was the shaped 

sandstone pieces. 
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Sandstone pieces 

 

 Figure 27  A few of the shaped sandstone pieces  

Nearly all of these pieces were found at the interface of the hard pan created by ploughing 

and the remaining floor surface and once one has been recognised then they seem to crop up 

everywhere. A single piece on its own does not rouse any suspicion as it could be just a chip 

off a large sandstone building block and discarded without any question but due to the large 

numbers present they have to be significant in some way. Their size varies enormously from 

a couple of centimetres to thirty or more centimetres with most being under ten centimetres 

wide but the same basic triangular shape persists. 
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Figure 28 Shaped head from long house 

 

 

Figure 29 Shaped head from long house 
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Figure 30 Shaped head from long house 

On closer examination, several ‘types’ or category of  stylised ‘head’ can be distinguished 

(more later) and I call them ‘head’ for reasons  now outlined. Many of the pieces seem to 

have been given an ‘eye’ on one side, some have two ‘eyes’, one either side and a few have 

nothing physically visible. These ‘eyes’ are marked in various ways such as a pecked out 

hollow, a gouge, a scratch, a chip or a ring (as in figure 30 above). The ‘heads’ all have either 

a full triangular shape or a squared off ‘chin’ area and appear very stylised much like motifs 

today.  

As previously mentioned, different ‘types’ or category of head have been noted and very 

roughly fall into the following: 

1. Heads with very sharp well defined edges, central ridge and a sharp point chin 

2. Heads with rounded edges, central ridge and a rounded chin 

3. Heads which have squared off chin 

4. Heads which are more flattened and  badge-like 

5. Heads which appear weathered, aged and well rounded 

6. Heads as above which are not made from sandstone 

It is very easy to visualise these pieces as being head-like especially if they are compared to 

perhaps mythical serpent or snake-like creatures but before going into the realms of fantasy 

the question arises as to why they are there in the first place?  
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Their shape does give us a clue but before mentioning that it was considered that maybe these 

pieces were waste products from a larger pointed building block of sandstone with the point 

being broken off as it hindered placement of other blocks or stuck out too much but there is 

no evidence to show a nice sharp top edge and indeed just about every ‘head’ has an irregular 

top so this idea was discounted. Moving back to the subject of their shape, if these pieces are 

arranged with their head to the top and touching then they will form a curve and ultimately a 

circle if all are the same size (see figure 27). If a second row of pieces are then arranged 

upside down to fill in the gaps then a decorative (or practical) circular band of stone is 

formed. 

The next question is why someone would need a band of stone work which is circular or part 

of an arc? The answer to this came from work on the Long Cairn a few hundred metres away 

whilst cleaning the demolition material from the top of the pits left by the megaliths forming 

the cairn. The same question arose on this site because of the huge numbers of ‘heads’ found 

until one or two were noticed still in situ around the edges of the pits left by the removal of 

the megaliths. There was much destruction of the cairn in the 17
th

 century with all the stone 

being dug out and taken away and there was also a description that one megalith, even after 

having 10 loads hewn off it still required 36 yoke of oxen to move it. This just shows the 

effort the labourers went to in order to clear the stone from the area so it’s no surprise that 

very little remains of the pits dug to receive the megaliths. However, by finding one or two of 

these stones in situ tells us that they were forming bands of stone around the bases of the 

megaliths so we have a starting point. Was this practice concerned with practicality, 

decoration, ritual or a combination of these? 
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Figure 31 Head from long cairn 

 

 

Figure 32 Long cairn head 
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Figure 33 Long cairn head 

 

 

Figure 34 Long cairn head 
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Figure 35 Long cairn head 

 

Two things of importance came from the ‘heads’ found on the Long cairn, the first one being 

that they were surrounding the bases of the megaliths and forming the edges of the pits and 

the second important thing is that they linked this cairn to the long house meaning the people 

who built the cairn were most likely the same ones who built the long house. All of the heads 

from both sites are very similar in appearance. So what were the heads doing on the long 

house site? Just about all them were found at the very bottom of the excavation where the 

hard pan layer had built up on top of the remains so they had not moved far from their site of 

origin. Although no heads were noticed in situ here it seems likely they would have 

surrounded intrusions into the ground such as posts or pits. Perhaps if deeper excavations had 

taken place then an answer could have been found. 

On a practical note, surrounding a structure or object in the ground with stones would give 

rigidity, stop erosion of the soil and allow better cleaning and also provide continuity to 

another surface. All of this practicality would fit nicely in a house but why would someone 
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take the time and effort to provide ‘eyes’ to these pieces of stone? Sandstone is hard and it is 

no easy feat to gouge, peck or deep scratch it. 

Is this process of surrounding intrusions into the ground for decoration purposes? It could be 

possible but long houses (and long cairns for that matter) would have been dark places at the 

best of times so who would see this even if some dye or pigment was used on them? 

Although ritual is a loose word and difficult to pin down, it seems that in this case it could be 

used to describe what is going on with these heads considering the amount of effort these 

people are taking to impart something special into a functional piece of stone. Very 

unusually, the majority of the heads seem to have only one eye and the other side of the piece 

is left crude and untouched, almost as if it should be viewed from one side emerging from the 

ground. Once the word ritual is used many questions can spring to mind and many answers 

can be given but unfortunately the real truth will never be known as to what was in the head 

of a Neolithic person. Were they trying to impart some ‘life’ or power into the stone by 

giving it eyes? Were they trying to protect their structure from destruction or annexation by 

using the mythical powers of a serpent? Was the serpent motif used for regeneration purposes 

i.e. eternal life (i.e. for the structure)? Was the serpent motif part of a common belief system 

from the underworld amongst local communities? 

One more angle that could be considered for these stones is one of an emblem for the people 

of the area. What better way to alert outsiders to your land than to have a ‘collective badge’ 

on display and it would have been a reminder for them to watch out? Although this 

possibility is reduced because of the positioning of our stones, others could have been spread 

out in more prominent locations throughout the territory. Even today emblems are used for all 

sorts of businesses, teams, organisations and establishments and provide a fast visual 

reference point to who one is dealing with probably much in the same way a totem pole 

would have been used. 

The answers to all of these questions could be yes and it is accepted that the snake or serpent 

has and still does play a huge role in just about all religions and religious beliefs. Even today 

in Christianity where the serpent has been incorporated from previous religions and 

transformed into something of evil and chaos from the underworld. 

 Although little is known about religion in British prehistory, serpent gods and goddesses are 

described and we are told that St Patrick from Ireland banished all the snakes from the island 

but scientific evidence strongly suggests no snakes ever existed there so could this have been 

a metaphor for the existing religious belief that had persisted through the ages? Let’s not 

forget that Ireland was not influenced by the Roman occupation so their ancient beliefs may 

have simmered on from long ago until Patrick came along and brought Christianity with him. 

We can speculate and put forward many theories for these heads but the fact is they are there 

in their homes and their community monument in great numbers meaning something to the 

people who lived there. They are present in several types or styles which could be the work of 

different individuals or groups within the community or even from differing time periods.  
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A particular head came to light from the long cairn site which seemed to fit into its own 

individual category in that it looked scary and seemed more humanoid than any of the others. 

It came from the southerly horn of the cairn but as to what it represents one can only 

speculate. It is not possible to say if it came from within the construction of the horn or if it 

had been placed on top some time afterwards when the cairn had gone out of use. 

 

Figure 36 Head from long cairn horn 
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Conclusion 
There is a lot of good solid evidence from this project to say that this structure is prehistoric 

and is a long house but as to where it sits in prehistory is at this point open to debate. No 

pottery was found and there is no carbon dating available to give a rough idea. The question 

is whether the structure is early, mid, late Neolithic or early Bronze Age. 

One issue to take into account here is that the site is well inland away from coastal/estuary 

regions which may well have been the early Neolithic settlement areas. Once the coastal 

areas were established, the interior part of the country might well be the next logical step for 

expansion purposes as and when conditions allowed and families grew. We have no idea 

what criteria were applied by these people as to where and why they would settle but they 

knew they had to survive so conditions would have to be right to tempt them into settling and 

not moving on. This could be dependent on many factors such as game availability, stock 

availability, crop growing conditions, timber, water, high ground and so on and all the time 

this was happening trails were being made connecting these settled areas which would allow 

the passage of items for trade making settlement more tolerable. Although this model seems 

plausible, we have to take into account that earlier people in Mesolithic times were on the 

move and logically there could have been a ‘knowledge’ and basic trail mapping of Britain 

already in place which could have helped the settlers. Were the settlers in the Neolithic period 

descendants of Mesolithic peoples or did they come from other countries in their boats with a 

new way of life or was it a combination of these? We do not really know the answer yet but I 

believe the weight of evidence supports influence from abroad with a spread of settlement 

working to the interior of Britain. This could mean our site is probably not from the earliest 

period. 

A few hundred metres away from our long house is a long cairn of the Cotswold-Severn type which is 

still under investigation. This is significant in that it shares a common feature in the form of stone 

heads used to define intrusions into the ground. This links the house to the cairn and maybe this can 

rule out any attachment to the early Bronze Age as long cairns are not of that period which puts us 

squarely into the Neolithic period. 

If we look at the structure of the house, it has a small protected entrance covered by a porch and inside 

there is a potential hearth which suggests there was human activity inside. Animals would not have 

been able to gain entry at this point but the presence of a long drain, protected posts, a central 

walkway and the large size would give credence to animals being housed within. Typically, Neolithic 

long houses are long and ‘thin’ being made up of modules just as this one is with a five row post 

arrangement across the structure. Although the five row post arrangement does not apply here, there 

are two stone walls and three posts spread across the width. 

This site is very important because it highlights the absence of Neolithic structures in the West 

Midlands area, especially the long cairn which is well represented around the Cotswold area and parts 

of Wales but this can start to fill the void. Whether such structures in this area have been destroyed, 

not found or are rare is open to question. The extent of this site is unknown but it does seem so far, to 



WAG Report No 65 Wrottesley Lodge Farm Page 44 
 

be correlating with the information as outlined by Dr Robert Plot in his Natural History of 

Staffordshire when he says the involved area is somewhere in the region of 3-4 miles in 

circumference (Appendix1 and 2). 

More importantly, there are many unanswered questions from this investigation and therefore 

another assessment would be useful to find the full outline of the house and hence its size. 

The loam pit area could be investigated as to size and contents however the acidic nature of 

the soil would rule out organic finds but not phosphate testing. Is there another entrance at the 

end of the walkway for animal access? Phosphate testing could be done on the hearth area for 

confirmation as to whether it is a place where fires were kept. What is the extent of the drain 

and could that be phosphate tested? Is there a drain on the opposite side of the long house? 

What about the post holes? How deep, what size, are there any finds within the hole? Are 

there any double post holes to indicate a raised floor? Where are the internal divisions and do 

they relate to function? Is there any evidence for animal stalls? Are there any stone heads in 

situ? 

 Many questions have arisen during this assessment and hopefully some answers can be 

provided in the summer when the plough soil will again be removed but potentially the most 

exciting element to look at will be the fallen wall. This will give us the opportunity to record 

the structure of the wall, its height and any bonding materials that may have been used but 

what has been preserved underneath? Hopefully the long house floor has been protected from 

the ravages of time and whatever might have existed will still be there such as post holes, 

tools, pigments on the wall, charcoal and so on. It could be a mini time capsule. This really 

lends itself to an examination of the highest level to maximise the information that comes out 

because these opportunities are exceedingly rare and way beyond our limited capabilities.  
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APPENDIX 1 Description of Wrottesley 

 

 Figure 37 Plot’s description of Wrottesley in the Natural History of Staffordshire (1686) 
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APPENDIX 2 Area described by Plot 

 

Figure 38 Area described by Plot (outlined in orange) 

 

 

 



 

APPENDIX 3 Plan of Trench 5 

 

Figure 39 Plan of trench5 

 


